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WHA T ’S “HOT ” IN VOLU NTA RY BENEF IT S? 

Voluntary benef its  are “hot,” a 
recent report  confirm s, with m ore 
than three-quarters (77%) of 
surveyed employers offering 
these employee-pay -all benefits 
and 80% of their employees  
viewing them as a valuable — or 
ex trem ely valuable — workplace 
offering. T he survey from Aon 
Consult ing, What’s H ot and 
What’s N ot in Voluntary  Benefits , 
found that alm ost three in 10 
(29%) employers  that of fer 
voluntary  benefits do so as a tool 
to at trac t and retain employees , 
28% are responding to em ployee 
reques ts , and 25% w ant to help 
em ployees  achieve a work/ life 
balance. 

The Nu mbers  

Across  all workforce ages  — both Baby  Boomers  (ages 
45 -60) and Generation Xers  (ages  25-40) — Disability 
coverage is the m ost purchased voluntary benef it,  w ith 
Life insurance (Individual W hole Life,  U niversal Life or 
Variable Life) rank ing second for both groups . Among 
Baby  Boomers , 45% purchased Voluntary  Disability  
coverage and 23% purchased Voluntary  Life 
insurance, follow ed by Long-Term Care (purchased by  
11%) and Crit ical Illness /C ancer insurance (8%). 
Am ong GenXers, 37% purchased Voluntary D isability 
coverage and 24% purchased Life insurance, followed 
by  Auto/H om eowners /Liability  insurance (14%). These 
purchases  reflec t the current needs  of these two 
workforce segments: While Baby Boom ers m ight be 
dealing with aging or ill parents , GenXers  are buy ing 
their f irst  cars  or homes. 

Coverages  current ly of fered by the surveyed 
em ployers  included: 

Disability (of fered by 55%)  
Long-Term Care (35%)  
Whole/U niversal/Variable Life (33%)  
Critical I llness/Cancer (22%)  
Auto/H omeowners /Liability  (20%)  
Legal Services  Plan (10%)  
Lim ited Medical for Part-Timers  (10%)  
Retiree Medical/Medicare supplement (7%)  
Pet insurance (4%)  
Identity Theft  coverage (3%)  

Addit ionally, 42% said that they offered some “other ” 
type of voluntary  benefit .  

What Lies Ah ead  

  

IT'S EASY TO SEE TH E AD VAN TAGES OF VISION  
BENEF IT S 

Vis ion and eye health 
problem s are the second 
most prevalent health 
problem  in the U .S., 
af fec ting more than 120 
million people, with an 
es tim ated 11 million 
Am ericans  having 
uncorrected vis ion 
problem s, according to a 
report  f rom the Vis ion 
Council of Am erica.  

The same report  indicates 
that nearly 800,000 w ork -
related eye injuries occur each year, 90% of which are 
preventable. And, nearly  90% of workers  w ho use a 
computer for three or more hours a day suffer 
eyestrain. 

Given these s tat ist ics , it ’s easy to see how  v ision 
problem s can have a negat ive impact in the w orkplace. 
Uncorrec ted v ision problem s can lead to accidents,  
dec reased produc tiv ity and absences. According to the 
Vis ion C ounc il of  Am erica report , these problem s and 
others cos t bus inesses  an est imated $8 billion 
annually . 

En vision  Th is  

The good new s is that employers have a very effect ive 
tool in helping to manage, control and m itigate the 
dam age that poor eye health can do to em ployees, and 
to the w orkplace: Vis ion Benefits coverage.  

The Vis ion Counc il of  America report est imates  that 
em ployers  can gain as much as  $7 for every $1 spent 
on vis ion coverage. However, it doesn’t have to cos t an 
em ployer any thing to of fer employees  v ision coverage, 
because vision benefits  are a very  popular voluntary , 
em ployee-pay -all benefit . Group coverage on a 
voluntary  basis  is  available through a number of v ision 
care vendors , which offers employees  and their 
dependents an inexpensive, convenient w ay to protect 
their eyes. 

Most plans offer coverage for eye exam s, som etim es 
at a preferred network of 
optometrists /ophthalmologists,  for a small copaym ent 
or at a discounted price. Screenings for diseases  
related to the eye, w hich m ay be present even if a 
person’s v isual acuity  seems fine — such as glaucoma, 
macular degenerat ion and cataracts — also w ill be part  
of  an eye exam.  

Frames , a variety of lenses (single, bifocal, t rifocal), 
special lens treatm ents (for example, U V coat ing), and 
all variet ies of contac t lenses typically are included 
benef its , with either a copayment required or a 

 



Look ing forw ard, the surveyed employers discussed 
the types  of coverages em ployees were asking be 
added to their voluntary benefits select ion. Long -Term 
Care topped the list , with 26% say ing that employees  
were request ing this benef it,  follow ed by  R et iree 
Medical/Medicare Supplem ent (19%), and Disability 
coverage (14%). Several other voluntary  benefits each 
were m entioned by  about 10% of employers as  being 
on employees ’ wish lists:  Whole/Universal/Variable 
Life, Auto/Homeow ners /Liability,  Crit ical Illness /C ancer, 
Legal Services  plan, and Lim ited M edical benef its  for 
part-time employees . Slight ly few er employers said that 
em ployees  were ask ing for Pet insurance (9%) and 
Identity Theft  coverage (5%). 

Voluntary benef its  of fer em ployers a w ay to expand 
em ployees ’ benef its  selec tion, w ithout expanding their 
budget. Because of this,  they are ideally suited to a 
workforce with diverse benefits needs . An employer 
can give its em ployees access  to a w ide range of 
voluntary  benefits — at lit tle or no cost to the 
organization — and employees  can selec t those 
coverages  that suit their current place in life. No 
wonder that voluntary  benefits are hot!  

scheduled benef it paid.  

Seeing  Eye to  Eye  

Vis ion benefits,  w hen offered, tend to be an extremely  
popular benef it with employees. An aging workforce, 
and the ever-inc reasing num ber of employees w ho 
work at computers,  are part  of  the reason. Employees 
also see v ision coverage as  a valuable benefit  for their 
children, with learning diff icult ies and problems in 
school related to the undiagnosed need for vision 
correct ion in young children.  

Vis ion exams also are an early  detec tion key to other,  
non -vision -related health problems, such as 
hypertens ion, diabetes and brain tum ors. 

Given the relatively low cost of  vis ion coverage 
compared with the importance of vis ion acuity in the 
workplace, and the significant role that good v ision 
health can play in one’s overall health,  the advantages 
of inc luding this  coverage in a benefits package are 
many. I t’s a benefit  that em ployees appreciate,  is  a key 
elem ent of any  w orkplace wellness  and health care 
program , and can help improve product ivity in the 
workplace. 

 

 

COUN TERING TH E FSA  N ON-PA RT IC IPAT ION  T REND  

Health Care F lexible Spending Accounts (FSAs) offer employees a real bang 
for their buck . The cost savings  should be apparent:  A $100 pre-tax 
contribut ion to an F SA pays  for $100 of health care expenses , whereas without 
the F SA only the net rem aining from  the $100 after taxes  — possibly  a 
reduc tion of $30 or m ore — would be available to spend.  

Despite this seeming bargain, employee partic ipation in FSAs, on average, has 
never been robus t.  A survey  from the International Foundation of Em ployee 
Benef it Plans  found that about three -quarters of surveyed employers that 
of fered an FSA for health care indicated that 39% or less  of eligible em ployees 
used the plan. Data published by one FSA vendor c ites an even lower national 
average, at 18%. 

Clearly,  employees do not recognize the potential advantages  that F SAs have 
to of fer.  Employers can take steps  to buck the non-part icipat ion trend, by  
honing in on the possible reasons for non-part icipat ion and responding 
accordingly with targeted comm unications . With changes that have taken place 
in the FSA compliance landscape over the pas t couple years — such as over -the-counter medicat ions now  being a 
reim bursable expense and partic ipants having ex tra time after the end of the plan year to claim  expenses — it ’s a 
good tim e to revis it FSA part icipation barriers  and craft  m essages to help employees  overcome them. 

For m ost employees, the decis ion not to part icipate can be traced to two reasons: T hey don’t see how  the FSA 
helps  them, or they are afraid that they ’ll lose the money they contribute to the plan. 

1. D on ’t un derstan d — or aren ’t really aware o f — th e ad vantages of usin g the FSA.  

This is probably  the c rit ical reason m ore employees don ’t part icipate in F SAs. Every  em ployee w ill have expenses  
that aren’t covered first-dollar by a health plan, and FSA comm unications  should give clear, concrete, day -to-day  
examples  of these: Copays , deduc tibles , and the employee’s coinsurance share; over -the -counter medicat ions 
such as cold rem edies and aspirin; extra pairs of eyeglasses and presc ription sunglasses ; health care screenings 
that may  not be covered under the plan; and m ore. The point should be to give as many employees as  possible a 
personal s take in plan part icipat ion. 

2. A re afraid  th ey won ’t get their mo ney back. 

In order to m ake sure em ployees fully  understand how the plan works, communications mus t cover the use-it -or-
lose-it  rule.  U nfortunately,  for som e employees, this  m essage overshadow s the tax -savings  m essage, and causes  
them not to part icipate in the plan. The fac t is , few  em ployees lose F SA m oney  to this rule — in the Internat ional 
Foundation survey  c ited above, the m ajority of employers  said that 7% or less  of em ployees forfeited m oney. Make 
sure em ployees are aware of such statis tics, and also understand that small forfeitures can be more than offset by  
FSA tax-savings . 

More im portantly , see to it  that em ployees  in your w orkplace are not experiencing FSA forfeitures, since good 

 



 
 

word-of-mouth is the bes t market ing tool you have for the plan. You can encourage a posit ive FSA experience: 

Make su re yo ur p lan uses the F SA “grace period .” This enables  part icipants  to use an F SA to pay for 
expenses  incurred during the plan year and those incurred in up to the f irst  2 1/2 m onths of the following 
plan year;  so, for example, for plans  that run on a calendar year, part icipants can use their 2006 health care 
FSA to pay for expenses  incurred up to M arch 15, 2007.  
Offer  an  FSA  card  — a type of debit,  c redit,  or s tored value card linked to the F SA — that lets  employees 
im mediately  pay  for qualified expenses  us ing FSA funds instead of having to pay  out of  pocket and then file 
a claim  for reimbursement.   
Keep the FSA in  front of emplo yees by  m aking sure the plan vendor sends  periodic statem ents that 
rem ind em ployees of their balance remaining in their accounts.   
Give emp loyees tools to help them accurately est imate their upcoming health care expenses, so that the 
plan is as much use to them as possible.   

National averages don’t have to tell the FSA part icipat ion story in your workplace. These sim ple, targeted steps  
can help to ensure that a health care F SA works at its  max imum  potent ial for you and your employees . 
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